Murine thyroid follicular epithelial cells can be induced to express class II (Ia) gene products but fail to present antigen in vitro.
To determine whether thyroid follicular epithelial cells (TFEC) might be involved in the induction of autoimmune thyroiditis, they were tested for their potential to express Ia antigens, and for their ability to present antigen in vitro. Results showed that Ia antigens, absent on normal TFEC, could be readily induced with interferon gamma, as detected by immunofluorescence. Maximal expression of Ia antigens in over 50% of TFEC was observed after 4 days of culture in the presence of IFN-gamma, and was quantitatively comparable to spleen cells by cytofluorometric analysis. Moreover, primary TFEC in culture secreted thyroglobulin (tg) and interleukin 1. However, TFEC consistently failed to stimulate various populations of T cells. These included lymph node cells sensitized to tg, a T-cell clone specific for azo-benzene-arsonate tyrosine (ABA), and a hybridoma specific for beef insulin. Likewise, Ia-positive TFEC did not stimulate T-cell hybridomas restricted to the class II alloantigen I-Ab, while stimulating a hybridoma specific for the class I alloantigen Kb. T-cell unresponsiveness could not be explained by inhibitory activity of TFEC, released either into the culture supernatant or exerted by cell contact. The data indicate that Ia-positive TFEC failed to serve as class II-restricted antigen-presenting cells (APC) in vitro and thus argue against a primary role for these cells in the inductive phase of thyroiditis.